GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
Goethe's opinion that the realm of tragic fate lies beyond the
field of the novelist's art. In making this statement he relied too
much on the practice of the English novelists in whose work the
"life and opinions" of a chosen character formed the principal
content. Ultimately Goethe's limitation as a theorist of the novel
consists in his tendency to consider this form largely as a mirror of
social life.
It will be seen, however, that in the practical sphere he contri-
buted to the development of a profounder kind of novel which
transcends the restrictions prescribed in his theory. It is true that
his own work did not exhaust the possibilities which even in his
day were beginning to be realized in this genre. Whereas Wie-
land's novels continued the tradition inaugurated in the seven-
teenth century and prepared the way for the growth of the
historical novel in the nineteenth century, Goethe took no interest
in this particular species of fiction. Yet in each of his three novels
Werther, Wilhelm Meister and Die Walilvenvandtschciften, he broke
new ground and in each instance he presented a different theme
in a characteristically original manner. From the technical point
of view as well as in their content his novels represent widely
differing experiments in the craft of fiction. Goethe's progress as
a novelist may be discerned when we consider the central problem
which he treats in each of these works, and contrast them with
one another as expositions of human life and as documents reveal-
ing the changing no less than the permanent interests of their
author. In assessing them our attention must shift from Goethe's
preoccupation with the character of the hero in his first novel to
an observation of the balance between the hero and society in his
second novel, and finally, in his third work, our attention is
centred not on a single character or on the contacts between this
character and external reality, but on four figures who form a
compact group and whose fortunes are of universal rather than
purely social significance.
In the account which Goethe gives of Werther in Book 13 of
Dichtung und Wahrheit, he clearly shows that his first novel was a
compound of personal and impersonal elements and that he
strove to fuse the variegated material on which it is based into
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